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Abstract 

Mercedes-Benz faced a major public relations problem when the newly launched A-Class 

overturned during a test drive conducted by journalists in Sweden. The reputation of Mercedes’ 

star was at stake, as the German company was accused of producing an unsafe car. This 

interpretive essay uses theories of rhetoric, crisis response and coherence to analyze the changing 

strategies employed by Mercedes in response to this crisis. The essay advises public relations 

managers that the characterological coherence of standing ones ground must be weighed against 

argumentative and material coherence. Characterological coherence might instead be reached 

through admitting error.  
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Defending the Mercedes A-Class: Combining and Changing Crisis Response Strategies 

A growing number of studies focus on public relations messages in crises (Bradford & 

Garrett, 1995; Coombs, 1999b; Seeger, Sellnow, & Ulmer, 1998). Quite a few researchers apply 

rhetorical theory, sometimes in combination with fields like account or attribution theory (Baker, 

2000; Benoit, 1995, 1997; Benson, 1988; Brinson & Benoit, 1999; Coombs, 1995, 1998, 1999a; 

Coombs & Holladay, 1996; Coombs & Schmidt, 2000; Hearit, 1994, 1995, 1996, 1997, 1999, 

2000; Ice, 1991). However, a critique of these studies is that they often treat “the responses of 

organizations as static and linear when in reality they are dynamic and variable” (Hearit, 2000, p. 

509). Many studies investigate what seem to be coherent strategies, which also could raise 

methodological questions. For instance, do after-rationalizations amongst the interviewees in 

these studies play a role, or have the researchers wished for coherence where none existed? A 

further problem which has been pointed out is that few study crisis response over time (Seeger et 

al., 1998). In short, whereas several studies focus on choosing crisis response strategies, the 

study of combining, and especially changing, strategies is left unexplored. 

This interpretive essay evaluates a specific changing crisis response strategy, and from 

this, goes on to discuss how public relations managers in general can combine, and if necessary, 

change crisis response strategies. As organizations need to strive for coherence or consistency in 

their response (Coombs, 1999b), they might seek to combine elements from old and new 

strategies when making changes. The literature gives few guidelines on this, and it is thus also a 

matter the essay will address. 

The essay focuses on the public relations crisis spurred by questions regarding the safety 

of the Mercedes-Benz A-Class (this car is not sold in the U.S. as yet) after it overturned during 

test drives. The crisis response from Mercedes and its owner, the industrial group Daimler-Benz 



Crisis Response Strategies 4 

 

AG (today DaimlerChrysler), is examined. The October 1997 launch of the A-Class was 

Mercedes’ first attempt into the small car segment, and thereby extremely consequential for the 

company’s reputation and brand extension activities. The car had gone through rigid testing 

procedures for years, and the launch campaign was supposedly the most expensive ever in this 

segment. The possible failure indicated by the pictures from the test was thereby even more 

significant. As the chair of the group said to Time Magazine: “What’s at stake is nothing less 

than the reputation of the Mercedes star” (Bonfante, 1997, p. 44).  

Literature Review 

This section deals first with literature on reputation and the rhetorical theories of self-

defense, before discussing the need to pay attention to the reception of the crisis and responding 

in a coherent way. 

Reputation 

The concept of reputation might be used to define a crisis: A crisis can be seen as an 

event that brings, or has the potential for bringing, an organization into disrepute. This could 

imperil an organization’s future profitability, growth, and, possibly, its survival (Lerbinger, 

1997). Defending one’s reputation therefore seems crucial, but reputation is both difficult to 

define and measure. The best way to grasp it is probably to see it both as a product and a process. 

It is a product as it consists of some level of agreement of opinions, evaluations or estimations, 

of the nature and value of an entity. It is also a process in the sense that reputations are created in 

social networks where communication and influence plays a pivotal role (Bromley, 1993). 

Reputation also ties in with terms like image and impression, and they are often used 

interchangeably (Benoit, 1995; Bromley, 1993; Coombs, 2000). For instance, reputation is seen 

as a collection of individual impressions, the reputation of a consumer good is called a brand 
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image, and the reputation of an organization might be called a corporate image (Bromley, 1993). 

The differences then might be that impressions are a core element of reputation, but something 

that is not as lasting. Reputation also suggests something that is more long-term than image, as it 

is often preserved after the entity has ceased to exist.  

Reputations, impressions or images are often sought managed, influenced or controlled 

by certain actions and voicing of certain opinions. This might be named image or impression 

management, but in public relations it is most typically called reputation management (Coombs, 

2000). This is a growing field of inquiry as it is acknowledged that reputation contributes to the 

bottom line by for instance, the price consumers are willing to pay for a product (see for 

instance, Allen & Caillouet, 1994; Benoit, 1995; Bromley, 1993; Conrad, 1990). When operating 

in a defensive mode during a crisis, reputation management may benefit being informed by the 

rhetorical tradition of apologia.  

Apologia  

Most literature argues against stonewalling when accused of a wrongdoing (Bradford & 

Garrett, 1995; Coombs, 1995; Hearit, 1994). If a communicative stand is taken, one either offers 

concession or engages in apologia, or what Ware & Linkugel (1973) calls “the speech of self-

defense” of character (p. 273). Ryan (1982) and others have broadened the scope to include all 

speech of self-defense. A further expansion of the field of apologia embodies not only speech, 

but also other forms of discourse. In keeping with this, Hearit (1994) defines the goal of apologia 

as presenting “a compelling, counter description … to situate alleged wrongdoing in a more 

favorable context” (p. 115). 

In their classic study, Ware & Linkugel (1973) suggested that four different strategies 

exist for apologists:  



Crisis Response Strategies 6 

 

1. Denial: disavow committing an act or attempt to present a disclaimer of intent.  

2. Bolstering: identify with something viewed favorably by the audience.  

3. Differentiation: separate some fact, sentiment, object, or relationship from some larger 

context within which the audience presently views that attribute. 

4. Transcendence: join some fact, sentiment, object, or relationship with some larger 

context within which the audience does not presently view that attribute. 

These factors are often combined, but work in different ways. The first two strategies are 

reformative, the latter transformative. Denial and bolstering do not alter “the audience’s meaning 

for the cognitive elements involved,” but work on the accepted understandings of the publics (p. 

278). Differentiation and transcendence, on the other hand, try to establish new meaning. This 

may be achieved by asking that an act should be judged in a different temporal perspective or by 

requesting that an act should be seen in a larger context. When successful, denial and 

differentiation split apart or particularize two cognitive elements. Bolstering and transcendence 

join such cognitive elements.  

 A host of subsequent studies have used this factor typology (for a review, see Benoit, 

1995; Downey, 1993). However, Hearit (1995) writes that recent applications of the typology 

have “stifled development of inquiry in apologia” (p. 118). Downey (1993) has also criticized the 

typology itself, as it does not include strategies like shifting of blame or counter-attack, which 

are recurrent features of apologia.  

Organizational Apologia 

Some studies of apologia have been conducted on organizational discourse, thereby 

abandoning a narrow individualistic focus. These studies have to take into consideration what 

Cheney (1992) and Seeger et al (1998) says about differences in the two types of 
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communication: The organization has a complex structure and a decentralized I where the 

hierarchical structure can function to deny or diffuse responsibility. It is not only the ethos of 

individual persons that must be accounted for, whole structures and social processes have to be 

dealt with. Furthermore, the purpose of an organization might be different from the purpose of 

individuals. The organization will try to satisfy stakeholders. Individual apologists might be 

more concerned about personal safety, etc. In addition, the diversity of an organization’s publics 

is usually larger than the publics an individual apologist faces.  

Research on organizations and apologia strategies has identified three typical objectives 

organizations seek when charged with wrongdoing (Hearit, 1994):  

1. Present a competing narrative describing the situation favorable to the organization, 

often by strategic definitions that seek to delimit the issue by establishing certain premises.  

2. Diffuse anger and hostility towards the organization through a statement of regret. 

3. Remove linkage between organization and the wrongdoing through dissociation.  

The latter process of dissociation is crucial, and demands some explanation. As defined 

by Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca (1969/1971), the dissociation of concepts is more than 

“breaking the links that join independent elements,” it has to do with “modifying the very 

structure of these elements” (p. 412). The dissociation is prompted by a desire to remove an 

incompatibility that arises for instance, when an organization is accused of wrongdoing. By 

“remodeling our conception of reality, it prevents the reappearance of the same incompatibility” 

(p. 413). The prototype of dissociation is the pair appearance/reality (term I/term II). Reality 

(term II) can only be understood by comparison with appearance (term I), and is a result of a 

dissociation “effected within term I with the purpose of getting rid of the incompatibilities that 

may appear between different aspects of term I” (p. 416). Term II is a construction which is both 
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normative and explanatory in relation to term I and results in a hierarchy of the terms. From this 

one can discriminate between which appearances are “merely appearance and … which represent 

reality” (p. 416). Term I is given less value, while term II is that which is authentic, true, etc. 

 According to Hearit (1994, 1995, 1996) an organization typically resorts to three types of 

dissociations in its apologia: 

 1. Opinion/knowledge: the charges are deemed groundless. The accusers do not have the 

facts, they are stating an opinion. This could take the form of a counter attack. The accusers are 

not interested in acquiring the facts because they want to sell more newspapers. The apologist 

could also challenge the ethics or integrity of the accuser. 

2. Individual/group: individuals are said to be responsible (scapegoats) for the 

wrongdoing; they are acting without organizational sanction. 

3. Act/essence: it is admitted that the act might be wrong, that it has happened, but the 

apologist begs it should be judged on its long-term record; “this does not represent the true 

nature of the organization.”  

The use of such dissociation techniques usually depends on the particulars of the 

accusations and potentially the intention and identity of the accusers and the context of 

mediation. They are influenced respectively by the validity of the charges, the existence of a 

scapegoat and the degree of guilt.  

Moreover, the dissociation techniques can be used in combination, and are observed in 

different versions in most of the previously mentioned apologia strategies. For instance, in using 

transcendence one could state that the concern of the business is subordinate to the societal 

interest (business/society), or claim that the concerns of today “pale in comparison to the issues 

of the future or eternity” (present/future) (Hearit, 1997, p. 220). 
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The Second Level of Typologies 

Although this presented research has done much to enhance the understanding of 

apologia, the studies do not present an exhaustive list of communication options in a crisis. 

Benoit (1995) has suggested a more complete classification combining account theory and 

apologia: An organization could employ denial, evading of responsibility, reducing offensiveness 

of event, corrective action, or mortification. Coombs (1998, 1999b) has synthesized this and 

other works, and suggested a perhaps even better typology that will be used in this essay. It 

consists of seven crisis communication strategies: 

1. Attack: confrontation or attack on the accuser; might include threat of a lawsuit. 

2. Denial: state that there is no crisis. 

3. Excuse: minimize the responsibility by denying intention, claiming no control, etc. 

4. Justification: minimize the perceived damage by downplaying seriousness, etc. 

5. Ingratiation: action to make stakeholders like the organization. 

6. Corrective action: action to repair the damage and steps to prevent a repetition. 

7. Full apology: statement of responsibility and plea for forgiveness.  

These strategies might be located along a defensive-accommodative continuum. To attack 

the accuser is a typical defensive position; a full apology is more concerned with image repair 

and being accommodative. The other strategies are located somewhere in between.  

The techniques of dissociation can also be observed at work here. For instance, obviously 

an opinion/knowledge dissociation is used in the denial stance. The individual/group dissociation 

might be viewed when the excuse strategy is chosen. The act/essence dissociation is probably 

used when the response is justification and ingratiation. Combinations of these strategies are 

possible (Coombs, 1998, 1999a, 1999b).  
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However, the literature in general gives few guidelines for combining these or other 

response strategies. In many studies, it seems like organizations are advised to choose a single 

strategy or have acted in very coherent ways. Indeed, this might be the case, but one could raise 

the question if researchers or interviewees have imposed a non-existent coherence on complex 

situations in order to make a point or justify own actions. As already remarked, it is more likely 

that the responses have been dynamic and variable (Hearit, 2000). Possible ways of applying the 

last mentioned typology will be discussed with this in mind.  

Reception of the Crisis 

An apologia is a situationally controlled address (Coombs, 1998; Hearit, 1995). Usually it 

follows a kategoria (an accusation), and some say the exchange should be studied as a speech set 

(Ryan, 1982). This is often a difficult goal for public relations as the origin of the accusations 

often is unclear and they become common property as they circulate rapidly in different media 

outlets and across national borders.  

At the same time, experimental studies have shown that “image damage increases with 

perceptions of organizational responsibility for the crisis” (Coombs, 1998, p. 186). Therefore, 

public relations managers should analyze the crisis for the perceived crisis responsibility, i.e. the 

degree of blame attached to the organization. Corresponding public relations strategies might be 

chosen after placing the crisis on a continuum with perceived weak or strong personal control, or 

weak or strong perception of crisis responsibility, at either end. A natural disaster should 

possibly prompt denial of organizational responsibility. An accident could be followed by 

excuse. A transgression needs an apology, etc. (for further development of these points, see 

Coombs, 1999b). Some caution must be used though. Further empirical testing indicates that the 

most important strategy in any case is the one which is victim-oriented and demonstrates that 
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“the organization has learned its lesson and will work to prevent a repeat of the crisis” (Coombs 

& Schmidt, 2000, p. 175). 

An analysis of the crisis and the perceived responsibility as portrayed in the media 

coverage might serve as a substitute for study of the classical form of kategoria. Media coverage 

could also force a company to change its response strategy. As Hearit (2000) states, one might 

suspect an initial impulse to start “with a strategy of denial and to try other approaches only once 

it is clear that denial no longer work for the company” (p. 509). In any case, one study suggests 

that tentative language and ambiguity in the first stages of a crisis can help an organization to be 

flexible in its response in the later stages (Benson, 1988).  

Coherence 

Changes in response strategy can often represent a challenge for the public relations 

manager, as it is advisable to respond consistently during a crisis to make messages credible 

(Coombs, 1999b). One step in this direction is when an organization speaks with one voice, but 

of course, attention must also be paid to the substantial content. Treating consistency and 

coherence as synonyms, one might turn to narrative theory dealing with stories in the broadest 

sense of the word (Fisher, 1987). It can be said that all communication succeed or fail depending 

on its coherence or fidelity. Here, the author will concentrate on the former quality, which can be 

assessed in three ways:  

1. Argumentative/structural coherence: there must be an internal logic to the story being 

told--it should hang together. The characters must seem to act from good reasons, etc.  

2. Material coherence: the story needs external coherence. It should not overlook 

important facts, counterarguments or relevant issues. The story must be complete in terms of the 

events previously learned from other sources. 
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3. Characterological coherence: the narrators or the actors of the story must be believable. 

They should inhibit sets of fairly predictable and stable actional tendencies, and by this building 

ethos.  

All communication is tested against such principles, as will be done here. In addition, 

chosen combinations and changes of crisis response strategies will be evaluated against the goals 

previously mentioned by Hearit (1994), and analyzed using the theories on dissociation and 

Coombs’ (1998, 1999b) typology of crisis communication. This may provide knowledge on how 

public relations managers could combine and change a crisis response strategy.  

Research Strategy 

This is an interpretive essay with obvious shortcomings regarding the potential for 

generalization. It does not seek to provide a model of standard response or explain all 

organizational behaviors in a crisis.  

The essay focuses on the English version of the short news bulletins on the Mercedes 

web-site that mentioned the A-Class between October 21, 1997 and April 30, 1998, when the 

post-crisis stage had been reached. Quotes are used in accordance with the author’s interpretation 

of the relevance and key-messages of the bulletins. Excerpts are given in Table 1; full texts can 

still be retrieved from www.mercedes-benz.com. 

The messages from Mercedes are compared to the bulletins from the world’s largest news 

agency Reuters, collected via www.infoseek.com, in the period referred to above. The coverage 

is examined to find which incidents were mentioned, what kind of responsibility was attached to 

Mercedes, what kinds of accusations were leveled, explicitly or implicitly, and how the key-

messages from Mercedes resonated. Copies of the mentioned bulletins are available from the 

author. 
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Additional background information was gathered by qualitative interviews with the top 

Mercedes manager in the author’s home country. Although not in the middle of the discussions 

of the international Board, this manager could provide some backstage information that one 

could not get at solely through the texts on the web or the media coverage. Quotes from this 

manager are translated and used throughout the essay. 

Two weaknesses should be noted and kept in mind reading the essay. Ice (1991) 

recommends identifying the different publics the organization faces and analyzing the 

communication strategies toward these. In choosing one rhetorical strategy an organization can 

repair certain public relationships, while alienating others. Linked to this, analyzing web 

bulletins does not necessarily grasp the full strategy of a company. The bulletins are not geared 

towards stockholders or car buyers specifically. Furthermore, there is no guarantee that a 

coherent strategy was implemented across different media. On the other hand, using web 

bulletins is a good way of obtaining written material which is used on the larger stage, and which 

has not been prepared for journalists or mediated by them. Bulletins are steadily produced 

throughout a crisis and can be easily retrieved and reanalyzed by others. This could provide good 

material for analysis of the most public on-stage rhetorical strategies of an actor during a crisis.  

Mercedes’ Response Strategies in the A-Class Crisis 

The A-Class was launched on October 18, 1997. On October 21, 1997, a Swedish 

newspaper published pictures from a test where the Mercedes A-Class had overturned, injuring 

the driver. A journalist in a Swedish motor magazine had put the car through a standard Nordic 

testing maneuver called the elk test or the moose test. The test demands a sudden switch from the 

right lane to the left and back again without the driver braking, avoiding a large object in the 

road and the oncoming traffic. Several other cars had passed the test, but the A-Class failed. The 
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media coverage of this and the tests to follow threatened Mercedes’ reputation and caused the 

stock to fall. The kategoria was that the company had launched an unsafe car. It was clearly a 

crisis as defined by Lerbinger (1997).  

Going back and forth between chartering the actions of Mercedes and analyzing the shift 

of strategies, six different clusters of actions and bulletins from Mercedes seem to be of 

significance during the crisis: 

1. Initial reactions on rollover in Sweden (1 bulletin).  

2. Arranging a press conference and issuing statements after other A-Classes had 

overturned in tests (4 bulletins).  

3. Later commenting on one of the latter tests and presenting new ones the car had passed 

(4 bulletins).  

4. Halting deliveries and presenting a plan of action after other cars had overturned (1 

bulletin).  

5. Rebuilding and preparing relaunch (26 bulletins).  

6. Relaunching the A-Class (8 bulletins). 

These are not crisis phases per se. Admittedly, most focus is on the crisis at the beginning, before 

media pressure eased. This also explains why 26 bulletins fall under one heading. The reading 

that there was no shift in strategy after the halt of the deliveries also defends this categorization. 

In Figure 1 the actions are placed on a time scale and compared to Coombs’ (1998, 1999b) 

typology. The small boxes indicate that the strategies are manifest in the Reuters coverage, but 

not on the Mercedes web-site. The figure illustrates the broad movement where strategies of 

denial and attack were abandoned for excuse, justification, and more accommodative strategies 

of ingratiation, corrective action and apology. Table 1 gives excerpts from the Mercedes 
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bulletins relating to the six action clusters.  

Reactions on the Rollover in Sweden 

The rollover in Sweden received wide publicity in international media, and puzzled 

many. The manager interviewed for this essay said: “[The management and the engineers] didn’t 

believe their own ears. ... They have produced cars for over 100 years, and none of them have 

ever overturned [authors translation].” 

Mercedes was obviously forced to counter, indeed right, the impression that the A-Class 

was unsafe. A denial surfaced in a single bulletin on October 23, 1997: “There is no safety 

problem.” The company played down the seriousness by stating, “We're assuming that the 

incident in Sweden was caused by extreme driving conditions--conditions that pushed the 

envelope too far.” 

Mercedes used the dissociation opinion/knowledge, here in the form of 

unrealistic/realistic. As previously mentioned by Hearit (1994), a goal of an apologist is to 

present a competing narrative often through a strategic definition that absolves the organization. 

Here, the strategic definition of “extreme driving conditions” was used to put the incident in 

perspective. With adjectives like extreme and unrealistic, the situation could be described as 

more favorable for the organization.  

The rollover was mentioned in two bulletins from Reuters the same day. The first left a 

question mark over safety, but the second quoted an industry analyst saying: “There are many 

questions surrounding this test. You have to give Mercedes the benefit of the doubt.” To a certain 

extent then, the coverage did echo the key-message from Mercedes. Although Reuters did not 

use a phrase like extreme driving conditions, a Mercedes spokesperson was quoted saying that 

the maneuver would never occur in normal traffic. This statement could also be read as an attack 
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on the Swedish test, and as a kategoria based apologia to gain initiative.  

After a wrongdoing, it is common to express regret (Hearit, 1994). The wrongdoing in 

this case was the production of an unsafe car that not only failed a test which others passed, but 

also injured its driver. Mercedes instead opted for a denial and attack. However, such strategies 

can only be utilized with success when the kategoria is questionable, the accuser has a hidden 

agenda, or both (Hearit, 1995). Although the coverage by Reuters was not especially critical, a 

denial and an attack seemed to be both argumentatively and materially incoherent: 

argumentatively since other cars had passed the test, and one should expect the A-Class to be no 

worse. It also seemed rather unlikely that the test driver had a hidden agenda and knowingly 

“pushed the envelope too far.” He himself was injured. A denial appeared to be materially 

incoherent as it ignored the incriminating pictures quite clearly indicating that the A-Class could 

have a problem. Although it is recommended tentative language and ambiguity be used in the 

first stages of a crisis (Benson, 1988), Mercedes was categorical in its denial of a safety problem.  

Press Conference and New Statements  

Eager to find faults with the new A-Class, and perhaps spurred by the denial strategy of 

Mercedes, journalists took the car out for new tests. The manager interviewed for this essay said: 

“Of course, quite a few people take delight in the fact that this happened with Mercedes. The 

same thing would not happen with [the Korean car make] Hundayi.”  

On October 28, 1997, results from two new tests were published in the media, one 

conducted by the big German car magazine Auto Bild. The A-Class had overturned in both tests. 

Despite this, at a press conference and in four bulletins, the manufacturer’s denial strategy was 

repeated: “[The] A-Class Is Safe.” Mercedes appealed to the ethos of the semiofficial German 

agency TÜV-Automotive: “Independent TÜV experts determined that the A-Class provides a 
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high degree of stability under normal road conditions. The Mercedes model's safety is beyond 

the question of a [sic] doubt [italics added].”  

The strategic definition “extreme driving conditions” and the dissociation 

unrealistic/realistic were still utilized. In addition to the denial strategy, the messages also 

contained elements of an excuse stance. Allegedly, the tires used in the test “had a decisive 

influence on the outcome.” This argument functions as a version of the individual/group 

dissociation, and could be called a part/whole dissociation: The car itself has no fault 

whatsoever, but one of the parts is to be blamed for the test failures. The tires are a kind of 

scapegoat and a--point not to be missed--the tires are not produced by Mercedes. 

This excuse strategy necessitated corrective action by Mercedes. The tires were to be 

changed and in addition, the company was to introduce a special skid-preventing electronic 

system as standard equipment--the Electronic Stability System (ESP).  

Reuters sent out five bulletins October 29, 1997, which mostly reported the key-messages 

from Mercedes about the ESP and the possible effect of the tires. However, the phrase “quick 

evasive turn” was used instead of the strategic definition of the elk test. It was also reported that 

the “bad publicity may start to take toll on sales.” Furthermore, Reuters interviewed the Swedish 

driver who had set off the crisis. The scapegoat strategy of blaming the tires did not work with 

him since the tires had not caused any problems in his test. The part/whole dissociation was 

challenged. 

A Mercedes bulletin the day after the press conference ascertained that the A-Class was 

“safe with or without ESP,” but A-Class drivers would receive the system free. This might also 

be read as an ingratiation move. Reuters circulated this key-message, but it was also reported that 

the strategy backfired when it angered owners of other Mercedes models who had paid extra for 
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the equipment.  

The strategy chosen by Mercedes can certainly be criticized. Firstly, a critical analysis 

could point out that it seems like a weak argument that the A-Class is safe, but only if one uses a 

special kind of tires. Secondly, and more important, the combination of a denial with excuse, 

ingratiation and corrective action poses a problem. A denial is not compatible with the other 

strategies if the response should be argumentatively coherent, as the latter strategies 

acknowledge the presence of a crisis. Why should one take steps to remedy a problem that does 

not exist? When Mercedes insisted that the A-Class was safe, why should the company change 

the tires? If the car was safe with new tires, why should it need the costly electronic stabilizer 

system ESP? The denial undermined the excuse, which in turn was undermined by parts of the 

corrective action and ingratiation strategy. The message was not argumentatively coherent, and 

spurred further journalistic investigation.  

Commenting Old and Presenting New Tests 

On November 3, 1997, Mercedes commented one of the failed tests: “Auto Bild 

magazine mixed tires when conducting portions of its spectacular tests of the new Mercedes A-

Class [italics added].” Said the Mercedes manager interviewed for this essay: ”One could look at 

the pictures and see that something was wrong. One of the tires had a wrong dimension. 

Nevertheless, this is a useless discussion. And it didn’t help in other tests.”  

The bulletin was candid about other failed tests, but employed the strategic definition 

“certain extreme situations.” In sum, this was a defensive attack position where Mercedes used 

an opinion/knowledge dissociation indicating that the charges from Auto Bild should not be 

taken seriously. In addition, a letter was sent to all customers who had bought or ordered the A-

Class, apologizing for the upset, but still claiming the car was safe. Mercedes insisted on a denial 
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and excuse strategy, with the unrealistic/realistic and part/whole dissociation: “No Problems with 

Moose” and “Testing [is] successful [with the factory approved tires].” The latter bulletin was 

posted on November 11, 1997. Compared to the news from Reuters 2 days before, this seemed 

strange.  

Reuters published two bulletins on November 9, 1997, mentioning that paparazzi 

photographers had captured pictures from Mercedes’ own test track showing an A-Class lying on 

its side after a test. The tone in the coverage had changed, and was not as sympathetic to 

Mercedes any longer: “Mercedes A-class faces fresh questioning,” and “Mercedes again played 

down fresh reports of safety problems [italics added].”  

Still, the defense from Mercedes was argumentatively and materially incoherent. This 

time Reuters reacted too. The combination of attack, denial and excuse runs into the same 

problems as the combination mentioned above. The company denied the existence of a crisis, but 

excused the car, blaming the tires. Attack and denial are out of place if one really has a problem 

that has to be sorted out, a problem that is acknowledged by making an excuse. Why should one 

aggressively go after the tires and the journalists, instead of constructing a car that could use 

ordinary tires? When the car overturned in even more tests, the case for dropping this type of 

defense grew stronger. Attacking one failed test but ignoring the others, also seemed materially 

incoherent. Furthermore, an attack strategy is deemed highly risky as it portrays the organization 

as aggressive (Hearit, 2000). Here, it probably fed the journalists’ curiosity as it seemed like 

Mercedes was hiding something.  

Halt and Action Plan 

Under intense media pressure, Mercedes gave in on November 11, 1997. In a single long 

bulletin, the call came for a 12-week halt in deliveries. The attack and denial approaches were 
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almost abandoned, though the elk test was still called extreme. However, by devoting so much 

time Mercedes of course acknowledged that a crisis was taking place. The most important 

strategy element was corrective action, as underlined by the pathos-filled “our engineers have 

devoted all their energy, day and night, to the search for the optimal solution.” This being “new 

stabilizer tunings on the front and rear axles, the lowering of the body, and tires with new 

dimensions.” The excuse strategy was toned down as witnessed by the placement of the tire 

argument at the end of the sentence. Mercedes even gave a half-hearted apology: “That the A-

class has shown a weakness in extreme test situations is something nobody regrets more than we 

do.” A statement like this indicates that the problem is found, and has been dealt with. It is also 

an effort to deprive journalists of a continuing story. 

Furthermore, Mercedes used a justification stance with an act/essence dissociation that 

had two forms, now/future and them/us. First, the damage caused by the crisis might be said to 

produce something good, Mercedes has learnt its lesson and for the future will set “a new 

standard [in] active safety.” Second, “Mercedes-Benz is not satisfied with just reaching the same 

level as others [italics added].” Mercedes is above the other car producers--them. The simple 

lapse of the A-Class must not obscure the 100 years of good judgement and the solid safety 

record that are the essence of Mercedes. These lines have a double function as they also end the 

statement on an up note as the company strives to regain the lost initiative.  

The day after this presentation, the company finally issued an apology (not on the web 

though). Full-page ads in several German newspapers had the heading “Please give us time and 

have some patience.” The Mercedes manager interviewed for this essay gave this comment: “The 

journalists want something right away. Sadly, you had a lot of steps, and halfhearted adjustments 

along the way. It may look like the company was driven back, step by step.” 
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Reuters issued five bulletins in direct response to the halt, but still did not follow in the 

characterization of the moose test. The overall coverage, however, was somewhat sympathetic to 

Mercedes. The tire issue was barely mentioned, instead, the key-messages of corrective action 

was presented and characterized as “bold” and “sweeping safety modifications.” Still, the 

problems with the A-Class were called a “blow to Daimler’s strategy of moving beyond its 

country-club image into a wide range of cars.”  

Although the Reuters journalists did not comment on this, the response strategy on the 

web was still argumentatively and materially incoherent. First, Mercedes used strategies of 

excuse, justification, ingratiation, corrective action, and an apology. One violates the principle of 

argumentative coherence when one simultaneously makes an apology, admits to a wrongdoing 

and begs for forgiveness, and blames others for the wrongdoing, e.g. points to the tires as a 

reason for the rollover. 

Secondly, Hearit (1994) has pointed out that a statement of regret is common, but a 

wrongdoing could demand an apology. Mercedes was reluctant on this point; it took over 20 

days from the news about the first rollover, until an apology was given. Coombs (1999b) warns 

against how the initial response may color the reminder of a crisis. The unwillingness to give an 

apology or admit error in the first days may have come across as arrogant, or at least as material 

incoherent. External facts, pictures from the rollovers, suggested that Mercedes had produced a 

car that could be unsafe.  

Furthermore, the company did not abandon the characterization of the moose test as 

extreme, thereby clinging to adjectives associated with the denial stance. On the one hand, it may 

be argued that Mercedes thereby showed consistency in its argumentation. This could be seen as 

a goal in itself (Coombs, 1999b), as it portrays a decisive, characterologically coherent actor. On 
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the other hand, arguing that the test was extreme did not put the A-Class in the same category as 

cars that passed the test. For a car manufacturer like Mercedes, striving for excellence explicitly 

implies reaching standards above the rest. Since other cars passed the test, the A-Class should 

not be inferior if living up to the standards of Mercedes. Consequently, it would do no good 

attacking the test. The response from Mercedes may be deemed argumentatively and materially 

incoherent, and thereby failed a test that all communication is put through (Fisher, 1987).  

Rebuilding and Preparing Relaunch 

A timeout period started after the solution was introduced. The apology fulfilled an 

obligation that should been met earlier. Together with the moratorium and the presented solution, 

it now cleared the ground. In keeping with the ingratiation strategy, the company tried to see the 

humorous side of the situation, for instance, on November 14, 1997, referring discussions of 

using a moose in ads (vetoed). The manager of Mercedes commented to the author the same 

month: “But we don’t think this should be rushed. Now is a time to consider. You have a timeout 

you should use. The news value of this is not the same any longer.”  

A bulletin issued by Mercedes November 26, 1997, referred to an independent poll where 

“50 percent of those surveyed considered the A-Class a safe car.” However, the most important 

public relations-move was to invite the “harshest [journalistic] critics” to a test in Spain. In a 

bulletin on December 9, 1997, the Swedish test driver paid tribute to the very car that got him 

injured. Presenting this test may also be seen as corrective action to prevent further bad press. 

The rest of the year, the bulletins from Mercedes mostly commented on positive issues, 

such as order curves pointing upwards. By and large, the crisis seemed to be over after 

November 11, 1997. The preparation for the relaunch itself could be called a textbook example 

of how to get back on track, as witnessed by the existence of Mercedes’ key-messages in 
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coverage by Reuters. Reuters reported the mentioned poll and the test in Spain. On December 10, 

1997, analysts were quoted that “the dust will certainly settle after this affair.” Reuters did not 

focus on the A-Class again before February 4, 1998. This time an analyst was quoted: “The A-

Class is now the best car that you can buy in [the small car] market.”  

Relaunching the A-Class 

On February 9, 1998, a new version of the A-Class rolled of the assembly line. A bulletin 

said the improved chassis made the car “untippable [sic] even without the [ESP].” Even so, on 

February 16, 1998, Mercedes found room for a little soul-searching commenting that it was: “A 

virtuoso performance by the engineers, although it doesn’t answer the question … Why not right 

from the start?”  

This was a strategy of justification and corrective action, and a recurring feature in the ad 

campaign that started February 26, 1998. The Mercedes-sponsored tennis player Boris Becker 

was quoted, “If you don't make any mistakes, you're good. If you learn from your mistakes, 

you're even better” and “I've learnt more from my defeats than from my victories.” This 

elaborates on the act/essence dissociation. The essence of Mercedes is not to fail. The company 

has learnt, and should not be judged on the one single mistake with the A-Class. The interviewed 

Mercedes manager said that: “Luckily, people tend to forget quickly.”  

The Reuters coverage commented mostly on the use of Becker. The justification strategy 

and the most substantial corrective action parts were not really news any longer. The use of 

Becker was a clever way to give a spin to the relaunch, and resonated with Reuters who 

reproduced the above quotes. On February 28, 1998, the last Reuters bulletin to focus on the A-

Class gave the numbers of new orders. The crisis of the A-Class was in effect over.  

Conclusion 



Crisis Response Strategies 24 

 

It may be argued that in the end Mercedes restored the company’s reputation and that the 

A-Class turned out to be a success. On June 26, 1998, a bulletin from Mercedes claimed the A-

Class had “more than twice the market’s growth rate.” The success was perhaps due to the 

handling of the crisis in its latest phases, but maybe also evidence of the unique position 

Mercedes enjoys in the automobile market. Still, the crisis was costly; the retrofitting program 

itself amounted to at least $167 million, as stated in a bulletin from Mercedes on January 27, 

1998. The initial handling of the crisis could have been better. In addition, some lessons can be 

learnt from this that may help public relations managers in other crises.  

The Three Apologia Objectives 

The response strategies from Mercedes may be criticized by comparing them to the 

apologia objectives mentioned by Hearit (1994): A first typical apologia objective is to present a 

competing narrative that describes the situation favorably for the organization. Compared to the 

coverage by Reuters, Mercedes both succeeded and failed here. Reuters did not draw any harsh 

conclusions after the first rollover. The halt and recall was covered with positive adjectives, and 

thereafter the coverage was really based on the bulletins from Mercedes. However, after photos 

from Mercedes’ own test track were published, the coverage was negative and the company was 

accused of playing down the problems again. Furthermore, the strategic definition of the moose 

test failed if the strategy aimed at getting the journalists to call the test extreme. Reuters instead 

used a phrase like a “quick evasive turn.”  

The second objective of expressing regret was met, but only reluctantly and it took 20 

days after the first rollover before an apology was given. This, in addition to the denial strategy, 

may have spurred further investigations from the journalists, and prolonged the crisis 

unnecessary.  
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The third objective, using dissociations techniques to remove linkages between the 

company and the wrongdoing, was sought from day one. Still, some of Mercedes’ attempts at 

dissociation seemed problematic and hint at both argumentatively and materially incoherence as 

they were contradictory, overlooked important facts or issues, or both. For instance, Mercedes 

ignored several incriminating pictures and that other cars had passed the moose test. Some of the 

problems also arose as consequences of attempts to combine and change strategies.  

Combining Strategies 

Coombs’ (1998, 1999b) typology of crisis communication strategies proved useful in 

identifying and analyzing the different response strategies. To manage its reputation, the 

company in question used virtually the whole range of communication strategies available in a 

crisis. Keeping in mind that apologia is a situationally controlled address (Coombs, 1998; Hearit, 

1995), public relations managers ought to use the typology to match communication strategies to 

the degree of blame attached to the organization. A thorough analysis of the crisis at hand and 

the perceived crisis responsibility as portrayed in the media is necessary.  

However, as shown in this essay, organizations are not totally free to mix and match 

response strategies. Mercedes used combinations without such concerns in at least three 

situations. Firstly, at the press conference where the company both denied the existence of a 

problem and introduced measures to fix a problem. Secondly, when commenting on the Auto 

Bild test and presenting new tests the A-Class had passed, the company both denied and excused. 

Thirdly, when Mercedes halted the production and introduced an action plan, the company used 

an excuse at the same time as it apologized. These combinations were first and foremost 

argumentatively incoherent. In addition, as mentioned above, in ignoring several facts and issues 

they also became materially incoherent. 
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In the face of a crisis, such as the one mentioned here, a public relations manager might 

use the typology of Coombs (1998, 1999b), and a chart like the one in Figure 1, as the crisis 

evolves. He or she should guard against: (a) mixing opposing strategies of attack or denial on 

one hand and excuse, justification, etc. on the other, and (b) mixing an apology with strategies 

other than corrective action and ingratiation. Keeping this in mind could strengthen the 

argumentative coherence. A minimum requirement is that the principles of argumentative and 

material coherence should be paid attention in a careful analysis of one’s own output and the 

media coverage.  

Changing Strategies 

The historical baseline in Figure 1 could function as a reminder that a crisis has many 

phases where the factors may vary. Media pressure may force an organization to change its 

response strategy. Again, public relations managers ought to be proactive and conduct analysis 

of the media coverage. This could act as a corrective to what may be an instinct-like inclination 

to be defensive when attacked. Hearit (2000) for instance, suspects that organizations often first 

apply a denial strategy and if necessary move on to other strategies.  

A change of strategy also implies a challenge to present a crisis response that has 

argumentative, material and characterological coherence (Fisher, 1987). As mentioned, 

argumentative coherence is reached through thorough analysis of one’s own output. Achieving 

material coherence could be attained through analyzing the incidents, arguments and positions 

presented in the media coverage. Reaching characterological coherence on the other hand may be 

interpreted as sticking to initial characterizations of a situation or a problem. One wishes to leave 

the impression of communicating consistently, even when adjusting a strategy that has failed. 

Ethos is sought strengthened by behaving predictably, following up promises made, etc. This, 



Crisis Response Strategies 27 

 

however, must be weighed against the material coherence when external facts undermine the 

warrants for the initial strategy. Admittedly, the essay’s author does not know if or to what extent 

Mercedes did conduct analysis of the media content. However, the importance of emphasizing 

the car’s safety brought the denial stance to the surface in new situations where the safety was in 

question for all to see. Likewise, the dissociation part/whole implicated that the tires caused the 

rollover. After a while, it was clear that this was not the only cause of the problem or at least that 

this was a weak argument. The media coverage gave hints as to the necessity of changing this 

response strategy. If the arguments in the crisis response are proved wrong or not to stick with 

major publics like journalists, the crisis response strategy has to be changed. Mercedes only 

reluctantly did this, and thereby lost the initiative public relations practitioners strive for.  

The company’s quest for characterological coherence backfired. Public relations 

managers might keep in mind that, as it is human nature to fail every now and then, reaching 

characterological coherence may instead involve admitting a wrongdoing and apologizing, and 

not clinging to strategies that do not stand the test of the other two principles of coherence. 

Mercedes failed in this instance.  

Theoretical Contributions 

At least three theoretical contributions are given in this essay which may be of use to 

public relations theory in getting to grips with how to respond and manage reputation in a crisis. 

First, the typology launched by Coombs (1998, 1999b) has been supported, but building on 

coherence theory (Fisher, 1987), it is cautioned against some combinations of these strategies. 

Further studies should develop on which kinds of strategy combinations will work.  

The apologia objectives and the typology of dissociations identified by Hearit (1994, 

1995, 1996) are also supported. Dissociations of opinion/knowledge, act/essence, 
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unrealistic/realistic, part/whole, now/future and them/us were found. To some extent, these may 

be thought of as variations of the dichotomies identified in the literature. However, as Hearit 

(1997) points out, recognizing that the dissociations may take on different forms is of value. 

Furthermore, the dissociation of them/us seems to be new to the repertoire. Although not directly 

tied to the guilt issue that apologia address, this seemed to be an important technique to enhance 

the ingratiation strategy of Mercedes. Further studies should try to develop a more complete 

typology of dissociations used in crisis response strategies to manage reputation.  

The essay has tried to extend the crisis response theory to also include situations where 

strategies have to be changed. Media pressure plays a large part in this, and such situations are 

not adequately dealt with in the literature. Using Fisher’s (1987) coherence theory, it is pointed 

out the weakness of using incoherent and conflicting response strategies and holding on to 

arguments in a new context where their validity are questionable or materially incoherent. In 

such situations, the characterological coherence sought by retaining previous explanations may 

instead perhaps be reached by admitting fault. Further studies could investigate if this really is 

the case. Such studies could also incorporate analysis of strategies of fidelity, the other leg of 

Fisher’s theory on narrative rationality (1987). How do organizations try to strengthen the 

probability or believability of their stories in crisis response strategies? 

Endnote 

A year and a half year after the crisis of the A-Class, in August 1999, Daimler-Chrysler 

was featured on IndustryWeek's annual list of the world's 100 Best-Managed Companies 

(www.industryweek.com). This may be evidence of a strong reputation, but is perhaps also an 

indication that the final act/essence dissociation succeeded. Straight A’s are usually on 

Mercedes’ report card.  
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Table 1 

Clusters of Actions by Mercedes and Quotes From the Web-Site During the A-Class Crisis 

Actions Quotes 

Initial 

reactions  

 

We're assuming that the incident in Sweden was caused by extreme driving 

conditions – conditions that pushed the envelope too far (“Cause of Accident 

Being Investigated,” 23.10.97). 

Press 

conference 

Independent TÜV experts determined that the A-Class provides a high degree 

of stability under normal road conditions. The Mercedes model's safety is 

beyond the question of a doubt (“A-Class Is Safe,” 29.10.97).  

Commenting 

old and 

presenting 

new test 

Auto Bild magazine mixed tires when conducting portions of its spectacular 

tests of the new Mercedes A-Class (“Auto Bild-Test Mixed Tires,” 3.11.97).  

[The car was on the verge of tipping in a new test, but] this, however, was only 

a problem when certain tires were used (“ADAC - No Problems with Moose,” 

7.11.97). 

Halt and 

action plan 

 

Daimler-Benz has developed a completely new chassis tuning for the A-class 

which will enable the vehicle to master extreme driving maneuvers without 

problems. … “That the A-class has shown a weakness in extreme test 

situations is something nobody regrets more than we do. Our engineers have 

devoted all their energy, day and night, to the search for the optimal solution. 

And we have found it. … Mercedes-Benz is not satisfied with just reaching the 

same level as others. [By equipping the A-class with EPS as standard], the A-

class is also setting new standards in active safety” (“A-class: Daimler-Benz 
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Presents the Answer,” 11.11.97). 

Rebuidling 

and 

preparation 

for relaunch 

 

A Mercedes A-Class fitted with the Electronic Stability Program ESP passed 

the south German TÜV's “Moose test” (“A-Class Aces TÜV Moose Test,” 

1.12.97). 

The A-Class has now convinced even its harshest critics during testing near 

Barcelona. There was high praise for the modified chassis and ESP from the 

same journalists who rolled the A-Class in October ... (“A-Class Passes All the 

Tests,” 9.12.97). 

Relaunch Tests have actually shown that the improved chassis is untippable even 

without the Electronic Stability Program. A virtuoso performance by the 

engineers, although it doesn't answer the question … ‘Why not right from the 

start?’ (“Straight A's,” 16.2.97). 

The new A-Class advertising campaign starts on Thursday with three-time 

Wimbledon winner … Boris Becker. “If you don't make any mistakes, you're 

good. If you learn from your mistakes, you're even better,” and “I've learnt 

more from my defeats than from my victories” (“The Majority Believes in the 

A-Class,” 26.11.97).  
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Figure Caption 

Figure 1. Evolution of the A-Class Crisis response: Actions and types of strategies. 
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